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ONE  MORE  CHANCE 

"Leave  it3    sir3    this  one  year  while  I  dig 
round  it  and  manure  it.     And  if  it  bears 
next  season,   well  and  good;   if  not3    you 
shall  have  it  down."         Luke  13:9    (NEB) 


If  there  is  one  thing  most  people  cannot  stand, 
it  is  urgency  in  religion.   Just  as  plants  cannot  be 
rushed  into  blooming,  so  the  soul  must  be  allowed -to 
pace  itself  in  its  quest  for  God,   The  high  pressure 
tactics  of  the  unscrupulous  evangelist  repel  us:  prey- 
ing on  people fs  fears;  using  death  as  a  lever;  pushing 
for  a  decision;  threatening  judgment  on  the  unwilling 
or  indifferent. 

The  "in"  thing  today  is  to  find  a  religion  that 
you  can  "feel  comfortable  with"  and  to  take  your  time 
going  about  it. 


But  what  do  we  make  of  the  fact  that  Jesus  lived 
and  spoke  with  an  unmistakable  sense  of  urgency?  He 
was  at  home  with  the  imperative  mood.   One  needs  a 
liberal  supply  of  exclamation  points  to  rightly  punc- 
tuate his  utterances!   Almost  everything  he  said  or 
did  created  a  need  for  decision.   You  couldn't  see  or 
hear  Jesus  and  calmly  return  to  a  game  of  horseshoes 
in  your  backyard! 

Consider  for  illustration  the  story  that  we  just 
listened  to  together  (Luke  13:6-9) .   It  is  a  sermon  in 
itself  and  it  fairly  crackles  with  urgency.   A  man  has 
a  tree  that  has  borne  no  fruit  for  years  „  He  asks  his 
attendant  to  cut  it  down.   The  attendant  begs  for  one 
more  year  and  promises  to  tend  the  tree  carefully. 
His  are  the  closing  lines:  "If  it  bears  next  season, 
well  and  good;  if  not,  you  shall  have  it  down." 

Jesus  did  not  resort  to  histrionics  here,  yet  the 
story  throbs  with  emotion.   The  parable  is  a  mere  91 


words   in   the   Revised  Standard  Version.      It   is    sparsely 
told,   with   a  minimum  of   adjectives   and   adverbs.      It 
could  never  be    confused  with   purple  prose.      Yet    to  hear 
it,    truly  hear   it,    is    to  know  it   for   the   dynamite   it 
is!  ! 


There   is   little   doubt   that   Jesus  had   Israel   in 
mind  when  he   spoke    this   parable.      Israel  had  been  care- 
fully planted  and   richly    cultivated,   but   its    fruit  was 
negligible   and   time  was    running   out.      We   could  spend 
a   good,    safe    20  minutes    today   analyzing  how  and  why 
Jesus1    religious    contemporaries   invited  judgment  on 
their  head  by   their   fruitlessness . 

But   that   is   not    the   point.      It  never   is.      The 
point  is    to   let  his  words   explode   in  our  ears    and 
speak   to   our  experience  with   the  hope    that   our   useless- 
ness    to    the  kingdom  may  be   challenged. 

One  more   chance.      That's    the  message.      It's   later 
than  you  think'. 


The   story   turns   on   three  subjects:    an  indignant 
owner,    a   fruitless    tree,    and  a  pleading  husbandman. 
The    indignant   owner   treats    us    to   a  view  of   life   from 
God's   side.      It  was,    after  all,    the   owner's    orchard. 
It  was,    after   all,    the   owner's    tree.      He  had  a   right   to 
come   expecting   fruit.      We  hear  much    these   days   about 
Women's   Rights,    Indian  Rights,    Prisoners'    Rights,    the 
Homosexual's   Rights,    Children's    Rights   —  and  many 
more.      But  when  did  you  last  hear   anyone   speak  about 
the   rights   of   God!      He    came   looking   for    fruit.      He 
always    does.      It   is  his    right. 

We   all  have   a  host   of   intermediary   obligations   — 
to   ourselves,    to   our    families,    to   our  employer,    to    the 
state,    to   the  world.      It  is   easy  enough    to  become   so 
engrossed  in   these   as    to   forget    that   our   over-riding 
obligation   is    to   God  who   created   us    that  we   might  be 
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productive.   We  are  here  by  his  leave.   Accountability 
is  a  vital,  indispensable  part  of  life.   God  does  not 
have  a  mere  wish  for  the  world,  he  has  a  will  for  the 
world.   In  this  parable  he  comes  among  us  in  strange 
visibility  saying,  "Remember  me?   I  made  you.   I 
sustain  you.   I  endowed  you  with  gifts  and  capacities. 
I  commissioned  you  to  serve  me  in  the  world."   I  fear 
that  our  understanding  of  stewardship  is  far  too 
limited.   What  you  do  with  your  money  is  only  part  of 
it.  What  are  you  doing  with  your  life? 


Then  there  was  the  fruitless  tree.   Not  there  by 
chance  like  some  berry  bush  in  the  woods  that  was 
pollinated  by  the  wind,  this  tree  was  deliberately 
planted  in  the  orchard.   It  had  been  carefully  culti- 
vated, watered,  pruned  and  fertilized.   It  was  a  wanted 
tree.   It  was  not  simply  "thrown"  upon  the  scene.   It 
had  been,  and  still  was,  the  beneficiary  of  a  consid- 
erable investment. 

Within  the  sound  of  this  broadcast  today  are 
hundreds  of  men  and  women  who  are  like  that  tree.   From 
your  youth  up  you  have  received  the  care  and  attention 
of  others.   People  have  invested  time  in  you.   People 
have  invested  love  in  you.   Your  parents  have  nurtured 
and  cared  for  you.   The  state  has  protected  you.   The 
church  has  educated  and  evangelized  you.   And  you  have 
yet  to  start  producing! 

I'm  speaking  of  a  whole  host  of  men  and  women 
both  within  and  without  the  church  who  simply  encumber 
the  ground.   They  draw  from  the  earth  its  vital  re- 
sources, and  absorb  the  energies  of  rain  and  sun,  but 
remain  basically  unproductive  so  far  as  history  is 
concerned. 

It  used  to  be  fashionable  when  I  was  in  seminary 
for  people  to  sit  down  and  discuss  the  fate  of  the 
heathen.   This  was  one  way  of  keeping  the  heat  off 
ourselves.   We  even  had  the  gumption  to  assume  that  we 
could  have  a  greater  love  than  God  for  some  of  his 
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creation.   Hypothetically ,  we  would  wonder  how  God 
would  deal  with  those  who  were  so  lacking  in  opportu- 
ni ty .   But  the  question  that  this  parable  throws  up 
has  to  do  with  the  fate  of  those  who  are  not  in  any 
way  lacking  in  opportunity .   The  tree  had  known  the 
protection  of  the  orchard  and  the  care  of  the  dresser 
for  a  good  long  time. 

Jesus  is  uncomfortably  direct  on  this  subject: 
"Woe  to  you,  Chorazin!   Woe  to  you  Bethsaida!   (Two 
communities  that  he  had  visited)   For  if  the  mighty 
works  done  in  you  had  been  done  in  Tyre  and  Sidon, 
they  would  have  repented  long  ago.   And  you,  Capernaum, 
if  the  mighty  works  done  in  you  had  been  done  in  Sodom, 
it  would  have  remained  until  this  day."   (Mat.  11:20- 
24)   "To  whom  much  is  given  (much  love,  much  care, 
much  investment,  much  attention)  of  him  shall  much  be 
required."   (Lk.  12:48) 

We  often  shout,  "How  long,  0  Lord,  how  long." 
But  the  antiphonal  to  that  cry  comes  ringing  down  from 
above:   "How  long,  0  man,  how  long."  How  many  Advents 
will  it  take?  How  many  Ash  Wednesdays?  How  many 
Maundy  Thursdays  and  Good  Fridays?  How  many  Easters? 
How  often  must  the  winds  of  Pentecost  blow  across  your 
arid  soul  before  you  begin  to  lead  a  fruitful  life? 

Cut  it  down.   It  simply  encumbers  the  ground. 
Jesus  has  in  mind  here,  I  believe,  what  we  might  call 
"high  demand-low  yield"  people.   They  take  much  and 
return  little.   My  experience  in  the  church  generally 
would  support  the  view  that  those  who  give  the  least 
gripe  the  most! 

I  have  in  mind  here  the  selfish,  benighted  souls 
who  are  so  narrowly  horizoned  as  to  live  for  nothing 
but  themselves.   Minus  people  -  always  taking  in  and 
never  putting  out.   They  have  the  foliage  (i.e.,  the 
appearance)  but  not  the  fruit.   These  are  the  assorted 
moochers,  free-loaders,  parasites  and  leeches  that 
sap  alike  the  life  of  the  church  and  the  world.   They 
remind  me  of  one  who  appeared  in  a  novel  recently  of 
whom  the  author  said,  "His  character  had  no  outlets." 
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A  friend  of  mine  in  the  ministry  observed  recent- 
ly that  "most  churches  could  be  two-thirds  smaller 
and  lose  nothing  in  power."  I  believe  he  is  right. 
"Most  churches  could  be  two-thirds  smaller  and  lose 
nothing  in  power."   He  went  on  to  say,  "In  most 
churches  the  first  third  are  committed,  the  second 
third  are  peripheral,  and  the  third  third  are  out."^ 

Why,  here  at  Riverside  we  have  about  500  people 
who  carry  this  church  along,   About  one  out  of  six. 
If  we  allow  that  another  one  out  of  six  are  too  old  or 
infirmed  to  help  directly,  the  question  remains,  where 
are  the  other  four  out  of  six? 

I  am  much  concerned  that  the  Riverside  Church 
make  a  start  in  its  response  to  poverty  by  developing 
an  understanding  of  the  Federal  Food  Stamp  Program. 
We  need  to  develop  some  expertise  on  this  subject  to 
increase  our  usefulness  to  those  who  look  to  us  for 
help.   The  application  form  is  only  one  page  long, 
but  there  are  many  affidavits  and  documents  that 
people  must  take  with  them  when  they  apply  for  stamps. 
There  is  no  reason  why  a  church  like  ours  cannot 
learn  what  the  rules  are.  We  help  people  with  voter 
registration  and  income  tax,  we  can  help  here  too. 
To  this  end  our  Social  Worker  and  Minister  of  Urban 
Affairs  are  putting  together  a  program  that  is  now  in 
its  beginning  stages.   Any  of  you  who  is  interested 
may  sign  up  down  by  the  Cloister  desk  today.   How  many 
will  there  be? 


The  last  figure  in  this  story  is  the  husbandman. 
(Or  should  we  say  the  husbandperson?)   What  does  he 
stand  for  here?  Well,  if  we  try  to  allegorize  this 
story  we  will  really  be  in  trouble  theologically.   In 
Rabbinic  literature  God's  attributes  frequently  have 
conversations  with  each  other.   Such  is  the  case  in 
this  story.   God's  mercy  is  in  dialogue  with  his 
judgment.   In  our  Prayer  of  Resolution  on  Communion 
Sundays  we  speak  of  moving  "into  a  world  that  needs 
in  its  despair  to  know  that  God  is  merciful  and  just.' 
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There  is  a  tension:   "Cut  it  down!"   "Give  it  one 
more  year."   "Cut  it  down!"   "One  more  year  —  and 
then." 

Apparently,  God  takes  his  righteousness  seriously 
even  if  we  do  not.   It  is  my  duty  as  a  minister  of 
the  gospel  to  say  that  God  is  not  the  easy  mark  that 
we  have  made  him.   Life  is  for  real.   Anything  doesn't 
go.   A  friend  of  mine  is  fond  of  a  cartoon  that  shows 
Moses  back  on  the  mountain  reporting  to  God  about  the 
reception  of  the  Ten  Commandments .   The  patriarch  tells 
God  that  73%  are  in  favor  of  one  through  five,  that 
41%  find  number  six  unfair,  and  that  13%  are  opposed 
to  number  seven."  As  though  God  must  be  confirmed  by 
somebody  or  other's  poll! 

If  history  is  headed  for  a  fairy  tale  ending  in 
which  all  will  live  happily  ever  after,  the  Bible  has 
a  strange  way  of  communicating  it!   For  when  the  ark 
was  finished  in  the  time  of  the  flood  God  shut  Noah 
in  —  and  the  others  out.   When  Moses  gathered  Israel 
about  him  in  his  old  age  he  said,  "I  have  set  before 
you  life  and  death,  blessing  and  curse;  therefore 
choose  life,  that  you  and  your  descendants  may  live..." 
(Deut.  30:19) 

Jesus  spoke  of  a  broad  way  that  leads  to  death 
and  a  narrow  way  that  leads  to  life.   Period.   (Mat. 
7:13)   He  told  of  five  bridesmaids  who  ran  out  of  oil 
and  missed  the  bridegroom  when  he  came.   (Mat.  25:1-13) 
He  spoke  of  a  judge  at  the  very  end  who  would  say  to 
some,  "Depart  from  me,"  (Mat.  25:41)  and  to  others, 
"Come  ye  blessed  of  my  father."   (Mat.  25:34)   No 
minister  can  be  faithful  to  the  whole  counsel  of  God 
who  does  not  speak  to  the  urgency  that  runs  through 
Scripture . 

But  always  there  is  grace  —  figured  here  in  the 
husbandman.   Each  of  us  has  felt  the  double  thrust  of 
judgment  and  grace.   The  husbandman  did  not  deny  the 
owner's  allegations.   It  was  all  true  -  the  tree  had 
been  there  for  a  long  time  and  it  had  shown  nothing. 
He  still  pleaded  that  the  tree  be  spared.   I'll  cul- 
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tivate  it  some  more.   IT11  loosen  the  earth  around  it 
to  give  the  air,  the  sun  and  the  rain  another  chance. 

There  are  those  forces  in  life  that  loosen  our 
soil  for  us.   It  can  happen  through  the  loss  of  a  job, 
the  advent  of  an  illness,  a  financial  setback,  the 
explosion  of  a  dream,  the  death  of  one  whom  we  have 
loved.   The  intent  is  that  our  roots  will  finally  take 
hold  and  connect  us  with  God  so  that  we  can  bear  some 
fruit.   Give  it  one  more  chance. 

There  is  usually  some  Jesus  figure  in  our  life 
who  intervenes  on  our  behalf,   Robert  Hudnut  has 
spoken  to  this  grace  in  a  very  poignant  way:   "Yes," 
he  says,  "the  thief  on  the  cross  confessed  his  faith, 
but  it  was  in  response  to  the  man  beside  him.  Yes, 
the  Prodigal  came  back,  but  it  was  in  response  to  his 
father's  love.   Yes,  the  laborers  in  the  vineyard 
worked  one  hour,  but  it  was  in  response  to  the  man 
who  gave  them  the  job0  Yes,  Zaccheus  climbed  the 
tree,  but  it  was  in  response  to  the  man  entering  town."_2 

There  is  one  case  of  deathbed  repentance  in  the 
Bible  (the  dying  thief)  to  show  that  it  is  not  impos- 
sible, but  there  is  only  one  to  show  that  it  is  not 
common. 

"Leave  it,  sir,  this  one  year  while  I  dig  round 
it  and  manure  it.   And  if  it  bears  next  season,  well 
and  good,  if  not,  you  shall  have  it  down."  One  more 
chance!   What  else  can  it  mean  but  that?   Some  chance 
in  your  life  will  be  the  last  chance .   No  one  has 
forever.   At  some  point  a_  rejection  will  be  ja  final 
rejection  and  drift  will  harden  into  destiny. 

I'm  not  interested  in  judging  anyone  today. 
I've  got  enough  problems  with  myself.   All  I'm  saying 
is  that  God's  patience  has  its  limits.   If  we  are 
wearing  on  that  patience  we  know  who  we  are.   Calvin 
said  of  this  story,  "The  substance  of  it  is,  that  many 
are  endured  for  a  time  who  deserve  to  be  cut  off;  but 
that  they  gain  nothing  by  the  delay,  if  they  persist 
in  their  obstinacy."  3   "If  it  bears  next  season,  well 
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and  good;  if  not,  you  shall  have  it  down." 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord,   give  us  a  sober  estimate  of 

where  we  stand  with  Thee. 
Deliver  us  from  the  influences 

of  bad  religion  in  which  sentiment 

prevails  over  truth. 
And  give  us3   most  of  all 3    the  wisdom 

to  discern  the  difference 

between  things  that  matter 

and  that  which  matters  most. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.     Amen. 
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